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1. Adrawing
for boundary
resistance
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ABSTRACT

The format of the guidebook carries potential for landscape
architecture as a practice of inclusion, participation and social
engagement. Here, the guidebook is a medium for a native
American coastal community to challenge the boundary lines
placed onto its island by the Army Corps of Engineers. The
Biloxi Chitimacha Choctaw tribe on the Isle de Jean Charles,
Louisiana, forced to leave their island for a land-locked parcel
farther north because of sea level rise, will eventually lose
their island to state property as this mark rises with the

sea in the next fifty years. In response, the project uses the
guidebook to suggest acts of community resistance against
this water mark, obscuring and blurring the boundary so that
the tribe will maintain ownership of their land and have a
reason to return after they leave. Through conscious choice of
representation style and sensitivity to the process of design,
the project provoked questions of community, resistance, and
“design for the other.” Here, the role of landscape architecture
is critical of the boundaries placed onto land, and the uses of
the guidebook can help to embrace community engagement
and agency.
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2. Hand drawing was
used to convey the
personal, tangible
nature of the
guidebook proposal.

3. Page 45 to 46 of the
Guidebook, providing
instructions to scrub
away evidence of
“Water Staining,” a
characteristic of the
OHWM.
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find

tools

sponge
toothpaste
sandpaper

sponge :
preferrably

with a hard and
soft edge

wood stain :
dark finish,
stain

This will require a
bridges and posts s

brush : any that
will spread the
wood stain

46

127

W © Alexandra Mei



find

These areas are evidence of the incoming water,
shallow puddles and soaked plants. The water will cre
and drivevays, but focus on the areas closest to t)
this is where you can best change the ws

[move]

MuLnine teservED Rl EVeNTs

find

“debris deposited as streamflow recedss; commonly forms 1in
foatures or piles and often collacts on the upstream side of
tnundated vegetation or other flow barriers.”

Look for piles of branches, leaves and other debris neg
coastline. They will usually have a clear line on the si
to the water. They will be 1-2' high, depending on

Elsouhore

Additionally, bring this line of debris avay from the water as well
as on the existing shore, forming an undulating curve that goes on
and off land. This will build up sediment against the shore.

[move]

WRALKING

find
Next to the water, you should be able to see a star)

in plant height, from low, 3¢ tall grasses to 3

salt water, stick out of

remove

[grow]
CHANGE N PLANT COMMYNITY
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find

Look for any trash or other litter that is caught in branches,

grabber to help.

ovidence of life on the island.

[scrub]

PRESENE o LER + DR S

find

“any transition in the physical, chemical, or biclogical qualities
of the sediments within and adjacent to a stream channel”

Tho change is subtle, embodded in tho charact
Pleces of sediment. Look for a change in s
410" wide (gravel, cobbles or boulders) si
material 1ike, 86t or clay. Also look
sediment that fly up why

aloanic content in the soi:

collect

oo wil1 be closer to the vater

o%&m then towards
ShoW®l or by hand. Taking
ine sedinent, build up against these larger rocks so
gl S8A\, founc against the original mark about 6" high. Then add
what you'vs collscted to this mound, creating a build up of larger
rocks on top of a layer of fine sediment and against the bank of the
island. In total, these should be at least 1’ high.

[move]

CHANGES 1N (HARACTER OF Sol

find

Sinflar to the leaf litter disturbed or washed away Indicator,

look for dry patches of vegetation near the water that hs
disturbed. These will appear to have boen fattensd, or
patches may have been washed away. The vegatation that

Using the rake, pull the
there is a clear 3" wi

Should be centered arot
by the vater, 1.e.
of debris surrou

Yo' 11 be able to

[grow]

VELETATION MATIED Doun, BENY o ABseNT
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%
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find

“the removal of leaves, needles, and other organic ground cover
due to owing water.”

Look for dry patches of vegetation that are next to bare areas of

oy bo largor piaces, as these
when water ashes over.

[move]

LEAF LTTER PISTVRBEO o LIASHED AWAY

find

se the Yafa x4

$10 *ne reason to
i £

[grow]

PESTRUCTION OF TERRESTMAL VESL ETATI AN

find
ng or discoloring of natural or man-made objects due to the
frequent presence of water.”
toothpaste &
Jers or wooden posts, frequent waterchBURdAtier wil
lark stain, indicatiokind ws 6
11 find these bouldors all along the I
(s

aving a cle:

o other clear

Indicator is present onshors. They level the mark with the nearby

a wood stain that i darkor crIIUBTGYDESTRII

[scrub]

WATER STAMING,
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Instructions for the
nine characteristics
of the OHWM that
are most prevalent
on the Isle de Jean
Charles.

Live material
models of the
OHWM.

presence of litter and debris

RIS

leaf litter disturbed or washed away

WAL RRERTE N

destruction of terrestrial vegetation
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multiple flow events
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Narrative: The Isle de Jean Charles

At the southern-most edge of Louisiana,
with an elevation of just a couple meters,
is the Isle de Jean Charles, home to the
Biloxi Chitimacha Choctaw tribe since the
early 1800s. Here, early ancestors found
refuge after the United States Indian
Removal Act of 1830. In these earlier days,
the island was a forested wetland, and the
tribe cultivated a rich culture of fishing,
making and gardening. Only in the last half
century has the Isle de Jean Charles been
both connected to the mainland state and
surrounded entirely by water. Today, the
residents remember when the island was

high ground, covered with bald cypresses
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6. KIBR=A-ZHD
E-FRITHEHEN
Bix, MWEBHAIRTRER
SISz,

6. Possible island
formations according
to desired goals of
the Biloxi Chitimacha
Choctaw.

and palmettoes, when they would pick
persimmons from their backyard gardens,
and when chickens, cows and rabbits would
roam the island.

Since the 1950s, the island has lost
98% of its land. This is due to sea level rise,
severe storms, lack of sediment deposition
and land subsidence. These issues were
ignited by the presence of the oil industry on
the coast, with 9,000 miles of canals dredged
and 50,000 oil wells dug into the southern
coast, cutting through and destabilizing the
already fragile land. If nothing is done for
the island, the state predicts that the Isle de
Jean Charles will be inaccessible by 2050
and completely submerged underwater

by the end of the century. In response, the



island community received a grant of 48

million USD from the U.S. Department of
Housing and Urban Development not to
save their island, but to resettle their home
farther north to a land-locked parcel of land,
labeling this community as the first “climate
refugees” in the United States.

Despite this unwanted label, the Native
American community’s resettlement is
actually an act of agency over their island,
as they will still maintain ownership of the
island even after they leave. This ownership
will allow them to continue to visit their
home and to access the surrounding

waters for the fishing and farming the area
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A

Site: Isle de Jean Charles
Context

ership. The Army Corps of Engineers uses
the Ordinary High Water Mark to determine
state waters and private land, a divide

identity of an island culture.

Drawn by: Esri

Louisiana Coast
Rise : A Guide to Boundary Resistance

e 1t 200,000m
= A-1
o 5.11.2017

is known for. However, once the water 7. L-ERES (ERL
, o B9 ) MBS
completely submerges the island, it will HRZ2 BRI B o
belong to the state. According to federal 7 lele de Jean Charles
and Louisiana state law, the state owns “all in red) and the
. . . designated Louisi
land that is navigable and below high water Sf:t':r;ateer b‘;‘:z':]!a

in the winter season.” This state property is
physically delineated on land by the Ordinary
High Water Mark (OHWM), a formation of
several physical characteristics on the
ground that the Army Corps of Engineers
has determined to be the divide between
land and water. As the water mark rises,
the Biloxi Chitimacha Choctaw’s property
diminishes and eventually disappears.

Zooming in to closely analyze the OHWM
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on the Isle de Jean Charles, we see that
the boundary line can actually be altered
and obscured to effectively challenge the
imposed division between water and land,
state and native.

This project is interested in methods
and experiments that situate landscape
architecture as a practice of inclusion,
participation and social engagement. By
focusing on boundaries like the OHWM that
are placed on the land for bureaucratic
control, the project proposes continued,
local and collective action on the landscape
that both challenges these lines and

sustains local identity.
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Site: Boundary
Concerns
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H "0 | lease to private entities, and as this

R / 4 97 s 5 X wetland area is prime for the oil industry,
0 : AR a big concern is that it will be turned

over to oil and gas companies, essentially

I T 4 5 ¢ ¢ | to bring back to the submerged island what
g 2 2 y : cut up the land in the first place.
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Drawn by: State Land Office

0il Concerns

Rise : A Guide to Boundary Resistance

e, 1: 20,000 m

B2
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Format: The Guide for Boundary 8. WRUL-ETHES N
. BUSFE, BRIEFAR
Resistance PR AR
8. Map of the projected
The guidebook outlines the specific oilindustry if the
island is owned by the

actions necessary to combat each
characteristic of the OHWM on the Isle de
Jean Charles. With this, the community can

state.

resist the encroaching water boundary to
keep their island their own. Explaining the
nature of the water mark, who delineates
it, and their process of marking, the guide
intends to make such boundary-making
transparent in order to effectively challenge
it. Ultimately, the guidebook imagines a

cultural and generational undertaking
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of weekly and monthly actions that will
transform the community’s island over time.

In addition to these smaller scale
interventions, the project zooms out to find
possible island forms if these actions play
out strategically on the island. Based on
the spots known to have the best fishing,
the homes currently on the island, and the
location of the island cemetery and marina,
these future landforms address possible
desired goals of the community. It is critical
to note that these forms do not attempt to
save the entire island from rising sea levels.
Instead, they use community knowledge
and understanding of the land the tribe has
lived on for so long, in order to maintain
ownership and access to their waters.

This guidebook posits a practice
of landscape architecture that is a
projection, rather than a solution. Its
format provides methods for changing
these boundaries imposed onto coastal
lands while encouraging the local tribe to
use their knowledge and goals to shape
their own land. The expertise of landscape
architecture is used as a guide rather than
a definitive answer. Further, by encouraging
action over solutions, the project focuses
on the present-day Native American
culture that is active in shaping Louisiana’s
landscape. Through the persistent action of
the community, the island is still their own.
And, as a product, their identity as the Biloxi

134

Chitimacha Choctaw is strengthened and
continuously re-established as they shape
their land. Here, culture and landscape
have a co-dependency that renders the
land evermore present in our current
conversation of political boundaries. Social
formation is derived through landscape
practices and conversely, the land is formed

by the memory and identities embedded in it.

Representation: A Performative
Review

The project was further explored
through analog representation techniques
that conveyed the personal, tangible
nature of the guidebook proposal. The
final presentation included the documents
which the Army Corps uses to delineate
the water boundary, live material models
of each characteristic of the OHWM,
sections and plans of each action outlined
in the guidebook, copies of the guidebook
itself, and collected photos of the Isle de
Jean Charles and the tribe. Each of these
combined hand drawing, photo collage,
and a careful consideration for the output
material, be it paper or soil.

In addition to this work, the actual
presentation consisted of flipping through
a 70-page, 3 feet x 2 feet drawing set.
Each page was formatted like a standard

construction document showing the context

EL Gt et

e R R

and spatiality of the island. But as part

of the drawing set, translucent sheets
were also placed on top of each page and
outlined the boundary placed on the island
at every scale, emphasizing the state’s act
of imposing boundaries on the land with
each image. All together, the presentation
became a performance that paralleled
the physicality of this island, the boundary
formations defining its existence, and the
proposed acts of resistance.

The consciousness, and perhaps
subversion here of representation style is
an experiment in how landscape, and its
resulting design, can be uniquely connected
to communal practice. With the tactility
of hand drawing, the accessibility of the
drawing set, and the adaptable nature of the
guidebook itself, the project seeks to form a
relationship with coastal communities that
posits an alternative to the current state
and resident relationship, suggesting a new
connection between so-called designer and

client.

Reflection: A Question of Practice

This project is an extension of my
interest in the massive displacement of
populations we are witnessing today, as well
as a personal investigation of my own role
in the practice of landscape architecture.

Without the confines of a budget or any
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Drawing set used to
present the project.
Collected photos of the
Isle de Jean Charles and
the Biloxi Chitimacha
Choctaw.

Final presentation of
the drawing set.
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legalities, | had the privilege to explore
how landscape architecture can be most
useful to the coastal communities on

the front lines of climate change. What |
learned is that this does not necessarily
include a master plan. Here, design is
fluid; it needs to be able to change at a
moment’s notice. Most of all, it needs to
be informed by an understanding of the
landscape that is at once realistic, cultural
and physical. For this project, the format
of the guidebook provided the flexibility
and tangibility necessary, and allowed the

practice of shaping land to be handed over
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to the communities most directly concerned,
while still maintaining the position of the
landscape architect. Thus, realizing the
power embedded in these landscapes

and the agency of the communities that
understand them, landscape architecture
has the potential to address both the physical
and social boundaries already rising around
us. LAF

NOTE

This project was developed during the Masters in Landscape
Architecture program at the Harvard Graduate School of Design
with Professor. Robert Pietrusko. It was awarded the Thesis
Prize from the GSD Landscape Architecture Department.
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